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DISCUSSION ON THE EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT OF THE BLIND AND PARTIALLY SIGHTED BEFORE the meeting, Miss E. E. Hobbs, of the L.C.C. Welfare Department (Welfare of the Blind Section), demonstrated an exhibit illustrating the employment of some of the London blind in open industry. Most of this work was carried out in the factory but some could be done in the home. She believed that the London County Council was the only authority in this country to take work of this nature directly into the homes of the non-mobile blind. She stated that the engineering trade is one of the most suitable for the employment of the blind and after a short training on the job their output compares favourably with that of their sighted colleagues.
Mr. P. McG. Moffatt: During the past fifteen years considerable changes have been made in the curricula of the special schools for partially sighted children in the London County Council area. For practical purposes a child is partially sighted if it cannot be taught in an ordinary school without detriment to its educational development, or without injury to its sight. The visual standard is between 6/18 and 6/60 with allowances for certain cases and myopes with somewhat better than 6/18 but with early pathological signs. There are six schools, non-residential, in the London area. Originally sight saving was the aim, all close work was forbidden, even play and physical training were much restricted. Teaching was mainly oral and hand work of cruder type, reading from a board or paper roll printed in 1 inch letters at a distance of 3 feet, writing with chalk or crayon at arm's length in script of similar size and freehand drawing at arm's length. As there is no evidence that the use of the eyes within their capacity to see injures the sight, reading of books printed in sizes of type adapted to the various age-groups and visual defects is allowed, also writing with pencils and pens capable of making a bold line. A reading aid giving 21 x magnification is available for the more defective sighted and for the older children to obtain access to a wider range of reading of ordinary books. Various useful handicrafts for girls and boys are taught, swimming and physical training classes and organized games are part of the school life. There are about 400 pupils in the 6 schools and a maximum of 15 pupils in each class. The aim now is to give these children as good an education as their visual acuity will permit and in suitable cases to enable them to gain places in technical schools or grammar schools where they can obtain vocational training or academic teaching and perhaps proceed to a university.
Assessment is not always easy in the borderline cases. After obtaining a report from the school teacher, and interviewing the parents, it may be necessary to have a psychologist's report as to the child's mental capacity before deciding which is the best school to advise. The visual acuity of young children is not always easy to test and it is sometimes found to be better after being at school for a few months than at first estimated. Such children may be transferred to an ordinary school. Objections to special school on the part of parents is best met by explaining the aims and methods of the teaching and a visit to the school to which their child is to be sent. Some children with low visual acuity may fail at the partially sighted school, and will need to be transferred to a blind school. Residential schools are available for children with dual defects such as deafness or mental retardation as well as visual defect. Finally there is the child whose vision is slowly progressing towards blindness, but whose vision is still good enough for teaching by sighted methods. They are transferred to a blind school to be taught braille when it is realized that sighted teaching is becoming too difficult.
When the child leaves school, if he is under 18 years of age, he will be guided into suitable employment by the Youth Employment Service of the Local Authority. When he reaches 18 years, he is registered as a handicapped person at the Labour Exchange whose responsibility it now becomes to find suitable employment.
A child is deemed to be blind if its sight is so poor that it cannot be taught by methods involving the use of sight. For those who have been blind from birth or an early age the National Institute for the Blind have provided a number of Sunshine Homes. These are nursery schools which will take blind children as soon as the parents wish and keep them to the age of 7 years, when they pass on to the primary school for the blind. The value of the training in these early years cannot be overstressed. Braille is begun at 5 years because this is the practical means of access to academic learning. By the time the child is due to go to the blind school he has learned to look after himself, moves about freely and has learned much of the everyday activity about him. There are 2 blind schools in London, which are residential. The responsibility of the ophthalmologist lies in determining which children cannot be taught by sighted methods-not always easy to decide; and advising as to what risks might be run from trauma during games or physical training. Some children have a little sight which is very precious to them.
On leaving school before the age of 18 years, employment or further training for industry is found by the Youth Employment Service. After 18 he comes under the care of the Welfare of the Blind. I would like to say a word of appreciation for the valuable services of Mr. Peppitt and the Staffs of the special schools who do so much to enable these handicapped children to grow up into useful and happy citizens.
Dr. Darothy Adams Campbell gave an outline of the history of the employment of persons with defective sight from the early years of training for home industries, and of supplemented wages up to the establishment of recognized workshops. By 1949, the number of blind men and women employed had risen to 4,000 in special workshops, 5,000 in outside trades, and 1,500 in their own homes. The report of the working party on the Employment of Blind Persons (1951) estimates that, in the future, the blind can be expected to contribute from 16,000 to 17,000 to the working population.
In the period between the two world wars, employers were unwilling to engage blind employees while there was so much general unemployment, but since 1940 there has been a progressive co-operation between industrial representatives and those interested in the welfare of the blind, in placing blind workers in open industry. This has depended on careful training, followed by the selection of suitable jobs, so that blind employees have been able to maintain a high standard of work in comparison with sighted workers.
The education of the blind necessitates segregation-and, as a result, they are less mature socially and less able to accept responsibility. Vocational training is begun during the later years at school, and those with good intelligence are encouraged to enter suitable professions.
The recently blindedperson presents an entirely different problem. He needs an initial course of rehabilitationwhich is provided for ex-Service men and women at St. Dunstan's and for civilians at the Queen Elizabeth Home of Recovery for the Blind, at America Lodge, Torquay. They are given instruction in braille and in the use of a typewriter, and receive instruction in the workshops, so that their aptitude for any particular employment can be assessed and some direction can then be given to the Welfare authority or to the Ministry of Labour and National Service. This Ministry is empowered by the Disabled Persons' Act (1944) Partially sighted adults.-Those who are afflicted in adult life with loss of sight, resulting from disease or injury, often suffer severely from the loss of prestige-particularly in their social reduction from skilled to unskilled work. It should be the personal responsibility of the ophthalmic surgeon to secure for them the best possible visual acuity, if necessary by special glasses or contact lens, and to ensure that they are referred as quickly as possible to a welfare officer or almoner for early replacement in suitable work. The man who loses an eye-particularly if he is old-presents a similar problem, and may require rehabilitation in order to readjust himself to the loss of his binocular vision. This can often be arranged in the local rehabilitation centres of the Ministry of Labour and National Service, if some direction can be given as to the type of training which is suitable.
Although the work available for the partially sighted is of a much wider variety than for the blind, they are likely to be the first to suffer in times of unemployment, and for this reason alone some adequate system of after-care is most desirable.
Ophthalmic surgeons who have some personal knowledge of the types of employment and conditions of illumination in workshops and factories can do much to promote the welfare of the partially sighted and of the blind. Mr. R. Peppitt, Headmaster of the Linden Lodge and North House schools for the blind and Inspector of Blind and Partially Sighted Schools in the London area, said the fact that blind pupils were primarily children and not cases should never be lost sight of by those engaged in this work. In general, the young blind child enjoyed the same things as seeing children, and these experiences should not be denied him. In the Sunshine Homes the children were allowed, under capable guidance, to do many things common to sighted children, and the success of the schools was shown by the fact that there were seldom any vacancies. It was not possible in any one area to find sufficient blind children to form a day school. The blind child had a better chance of developing as normally as possible in a nursery and primary school than in many homes.
The curriculum for the primary school for the blind differed very little from that of an ordinary good primary school. There was a little more emphasis on handwork and on music, and physical activities were not neglected. As for reading and writing, these were taught by braille and the teaching of geography was helped by the use of embossed maps. Some of the more able children became masseurs, others physiotherapists, others went to the university and later into certain of the professions. Typewriting was considered of sufficient importance to justify its inclusion in the curriculum for the last two years in the secondary modern school, because without a knowledge of typewriting the child who could read and write braille lacked the means of communication with the seeing world.
The blind child was usually very happy at school, but he must never be allowed to feel that the school was his whole life. At the age of 16 he might, if he wished, leave school and be found suitable employment by the Youth Employment Service. He could continue training for a further period and later become a shorthandtypist, a machinist, etc. The speaker showed a chart which gave the occupations followed by 38 boys who had left these schools during the last five years. In similar charts of twenty years ago a very large proportion of occupations would be such things as brush-making and basket-making, but now these were relatively low in the list.
The Education Act, 1944, afforded the opportunity of giving the partially sighted a status of their own. They were now in their own schools and the emphasis in their education was always visual. Even seven or eight years ago an advertisement for a position of teacher in a partially sighted school usually produced only one application, but now in response to such an advertisement, there was a good field of choice. Reading material of sufficiently large print was available for children of the younger age-groups and on reaching secondary age each child was supplied with a magnifying lens. By careful selection it was possible to find sufficient suitable books to meet the demands of the pupils. The normal syllabus of physical education was followed with a few modifications.
As a teaching aid, particularly in the teaching of geography, films were useful. In the technical colleges, to which these young people were transferred at the ages of from 13 to 16, there was no reason why, given average intelligence, the partially sighted should be educationally inferior. Every partially sighted child should be educated to the limits of his capacity.
Mr. T. S. Drake (National Institute for the Blind, Rehabilitation Centre, Torquay), who lost his sight twenty years ago, said that the ophthalmologists attending people who became blind should tell them the tragic truth as soon as possible.
If patients reached the Centre within a few weeks of becoming blind, as happened during the war, their state of mind was good; they had not had time to dwell on their misfortune, and a good deal of frustration and hopelessness was prevented.
It was necessary to ensure that the person became adjusted positively to his blindness. It was easy to adjust negatively, to accept the sympathy of people, to enjoy being "fussed". But a positive adjustment meant that the blind person had to make an effort himself. Until he made that effort no progress on social lines was possible. The acquiring of a certain amount of competence in manual skills was, of course, the next step in the programme. A return of confidence quickly came when the man found that he could do something. From this followed his independence and his self-respect. This was brought about by a process of well-thought-out activities of all kinds, social and industrial. People came to the Centre having passed through a period of introspection and difficulty, with some misgivings about what they were going to do. The mere fact of finding many others like themselves was the first step towards rehabilitation. It was really an instance of group therapy; one helped the other, they compared notes, got together, and they began to feel that difficulties which had appeared insuperable beforehand could be overcome. Good food, good conditions of life, regular habits and routine meant a great step forward to physical recovery. The most important thing was a full day's programme. Previously they had been at home doing nothing. At the Centre the man was taken in hand from the word "Go". The tempo of life increased. The buzzer went at 7 a.m., and a round of activity followed including a pre-breakfast walk. At nine o'clock a series of lessons and activities began which kept them fully occupied until four in the afternoon. These included lessons in braille, typewriting, handicrafts, woodwork, basket-work, assembly work, work in the garden. They were delighted to look forward to their leisure hours as something to enjoy; when all their hours were leisure it was not enjoyed. In the evening they had walks, organized debates, concerts, dances, spelling bees and the like.
The people stayed at the Centre for three months. This was for elementary rehabilitation, pre-vocational training, and for some assessment of their capabilities. If, for example, they were going in for shorthand and typewriting they had to work extremely hard at their braille to attain the standard required for such training. To learn braille was no easy problem for an adult, for the tactile sense was reduced as youth receded. When the three months were over a recommendation was given for the future. Persons of all ages from 16 up to 60 or so were received, but for those over 60 the rehabilitation was social only, not occupational.
Mr. Humphrey Neame said there was a training centre for guide dogs in this country, namely at Leamington Spa. In the United States there was a centre where in a period of twenty years about 1,000 dogs had been trained and supplied to the blind. The training of the trainers themselves was the most difficult job. Of 841 blind questioned by post, 92 % replied, and of these 97 % averred that they would not give up their dog for any consideration. One replied "I am dependent on my dog for my independence."
Mr. Frederick Ridley said that they had been thrilled listening to these stories about rehabilitation. It might not be realized what a tremendous revolution in attitude both towards the partially sighted and the blind had been disclosed. He thought that Mr. Moffatt was to be congratulated on the change in this respect which he had been the means of bringing about in London. He recalled the late Harrison Butler, who would be a very happy man if he were with them that evening to find that his lifelong protest against "the persecution of the partially sighted" had been brought to fruition. He heartily congratulated Mr. Drake on his story and on the work in which he was engaged. He had turned what was to the ophthalmologist the tragedy of his occupation into a triumph.
